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Esau Watkins House 
Water Street, Chestertown 
c. 1739 

The earliest remaining dwelling on the Chester River in 

Chestertown is that located at 109 Water Street. Built by Esau and 

Sarah Watkins, it stands on^Lot No. 11, which was deeded to them on 

August 24,1739 by Sarah's father, William Ringgold. In that deed, as 

well in other deeds, and in his own will, Esau is listed as a blacksmith by 

trade. 

In general form and material the house is similar to the Buck-

Bacchus Store, a building constructed a few years earlier on the comer 

of High and Queen Streets. Like the store, the principal facade of the 

Watkins house was the narrower dimension of the house. Its front door, 

however, was located not in the center of the three bays, but to the left. 

This facade and its southwest counterpart are laid in flemish bond with 

glazed headers. Again like the store, the water table jogs above the 

basement windows, which have segmental arches of alternating 

stretchers and double headers. The roof is hipped and has a plain plaster 

cove cornice. There is one dormer on the facade and two on the flanking 

sides. 

The plan of the Watkins House appears to have had two rooms 

per floor with a central chimney stack adjacent its southwest wall and 

the stair on the opposite side of the chimney with passage between. Its 

plan would have been similar to a typical New England house, except for 

the placement of the entrance. Being constructed at grade on the river 
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side, the kitchen was located in the basement, like other houses on the 

street. The presence of soot on the cellar beams in the room closest to 

the river points to its original use as a kitchen. In the attic or third floor, 

original feather edge board partitions separate the hall from the 

bedrooms. There is one original four-panel door and one five-panel door 

dating from late in the century. 

In his will, Esau Watkins left his dwelling to his son, John and for 

whom he stipulated Dr. William Murray as guardian until he reached 21 

years of age. In 1776, John was planning to leave the area. He was 

heavily indebted to the firm of Morgan and Sluby, and the house was 

mortgaged to them to secure the debt.i Interestingly, three years later 

he was still living in Kent County. 2 

109 Water Street passed through many hands until it was 

purchased in 1820 by Samuel Merritt of Godlington Manor. It remained 

in the Merritt family until 1880 when it was sold to Benjamin Fleming 

for $1000. It was probably during the Fleming period that the house was 

lengthened by S'lO" toward the river. A fate similar to 103 Water Street 

befell this house: the belt course was chopped off", windows were altered 

and the difference in brickwork was concealed by the addition of a coat of 

stucco. The old central chimney was removed and a new one installed in 

the new addition. The floor plan was altered to suit the owners^It^^ 

remained in the Fleming ownership until 1944 when Miss Francis 

Denton, of River House, purchased it and built the block and brick wall 

separating the two properties. 

Louis and Ellen Perry Skinner acquired the property in 1946 and 

2 



K-13 

remodeled it into the existing plan, with a side stairhall, kitchen and 

pantry in the front, dining room in the center with bay window 

overlooking the River House garden and a living room. A screened porch 

was built on the river side which was later enclosed. 

1. Lib. DD 5, fol. 140. 

2. Lib. DD 5, fol. 374. 
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K-13 Ssau Watkins House c . 1740 

Chestertown 

pr ivate 

This i s by t r a d i t i o n the oldest house on Water S t r e e t and both a rch i t ec tu ra l 
and documentary evidence suggest the claim i s at l eas t reasonable. I t i s a c l a s s i c 
example of the small scale early Georgian hipped roof brick dwelling, i t s or ig inal 
shape marred o i ly by the a l te ra t ion of the r e a r h ip ; i t was replaced b y 
a gable when a small addition was made. Esau Watkins and his wife, Sarah Ringgold, 
received the land as a wedding gi f t from Wil l iam Ringgold, father of the b r i de , 
in 1739, presumably to bui ld on. Documentary evidence proves the house was up 
by 1742, 
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CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE 

—EXCELLENT _DETERIOHATED _UNALTERED I^ORIGfNAL SITE 

_ G O O D _RUINS ^>LTERED _MOVED DATE. 

_FAIR ^UNEXPOSED 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

This house i s l o c a t e d on t h e s o u t h e a s t ( r i v e r ) s ide of Water S t r e e t i n Ghestertown 

I t i s a smal l 2^ s t o r y b r i c k Georgian s t y l e dwell ing with a hipped roof : t h e r e i s 
a gabled dormer on t h e f r o n t s e c t i o n of t h e hip and two each on the two s i d e s . (The 
r e a r h i p was r e p l a c e d by a gable end when a shor t a d d i t i o n was made t h e r e . ) The house 
i s 3 bays wide and 3 deep , bu t i s about twice a s deep as i t i s wide . 

The basement i s b r i c k and t h e r e i s a water t a b l e which jogs over the basement 
windows; the basement windows have segmental a r b h e s . The en t rance i s in the 

north ( l e f t ) b a y . There a re f i v e b r i c k s t e p s t o a U-panel door which i s framed 
by f l u t e d Doric p i l a s t e r s . There i s a cornice above t h e door with min ia ture 

d e n t i l s . There i s a 5-pane transom below the c o r n i c e . 

A l l of the windows on t h e f i r s t s t o r y of the facade have segmental a rches and 
wood s i l l s . The second s tory windows have wood l i n t e l s and s i l l s . Al l windows on 
be house , i n c l u d i n g those in t h e dormers , are 6/6 double hung s a sh , and a l l 
of t hose on the f i r s t and second s t o r i e s have louvered s h u t t e r s . 

There i s a cove cornice. The roof is of composition shingles, and there i s 
a chimney in the s o u t h e a s t corner ( r i g h t r e a r ) of the house , which was o r i g i n a l l y 

in the center. The b r i c k i s l a i d i n Flemish bond with g l azed h e a d e r s . 

The re a re s igns of an o r i g i n a l b e l t course on the south ( r i g h t ) e l e v a t i o n . There 
i s a door in t h e l e f t bay of t h i s e l e v a t i o n , a c e n t r a l bay 

window and a sma l l e r wrindow in the r i g h t b a y . The o r i g i n a l arrangement .appears 
to have been t h r e e windows, one somewhat c l o s e r t o t h e f r o n t than would be 

symmetr ica l . Only the door r e t a i n s i t s segmental a r c h . On the second s t o r y of 
.this e l e v a t i o n t h e r e a r e t h r e e windows d i r e c t l y o v r t h e door, bay window, and 
right bay window b e n e a t h . 

THe north elevation ( l e f t ) has two windows on each s t o r y . Apparently both 
f i r s t s t o r y windows had segmental a r c h e s , though only the one in the f r o i t 
bay does now. 

The s h o r t (approximate ly 6 f e e t ) a d d i t i o n to the r e a r i s cont inuous w i t h the 
main m a s s of the house, but i s l a i d i n common bond. A screened porch has been 

added beyond i t . 

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

This i s by--trad i t ion the oldest house on Water Street ; the Hynson-
Ringgold house -(or' "Abbey;') may pre-date i t by 4-5 years , but 
the claim seems to be, f a i r l y reasonable. I t i s a c lass i c example of t h e ' 
small-scale ear ly jgorgian dwelling, i t s original shape m a r r e d only by the 
a l t e r a t ion of the rear h i p . 

Wi l l i am Ringgold gave the land for the house to h is daughter, Sarah Ringgold 
Watkins and, his son-in-law, Ssau Watkins:, in 1739, presumably for them to ' 
bui ld on. The^evidence t ha t the house was soon b u i l t i s a deed in v:hich Watkins 
t ransfer red the property to John Calder and back again (in t r u s t ) , i n 174U2: 
in the deed is.mentioned "a tenement or messuage." :;atkins l e f t the nroper t" 
to his son, John, by a wi l l dated 1757. 

It i s worth following the t i t l e a step further for some remarks made l a t e r 
on. John Watkins sold the property Thomass Kemp in 1779. The deed In t h i s 
sale mentions "the brick house where Esau Watkins formerly dwelt" spec i f i ca l ly . 
The southwestern half of Town Lot 14 across the s t ree t h a d g o t in to 
the t ransfe rs by now. (Esau bought i t in 1754, l e f t i t t o his daughter, who 
l a t e r s o l d i t t o John.) I t stays a par t of the proper ty u n t i l the early 
nineteenth centvry. 

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY 
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MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES 

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET I F NECESSARY 

GEOGRAPHICAL DATA 
.090 ACREAGE OF NOMINATED PROPERTY . 

VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION - Beginning at a point on the eas ter ly side of Front Street 
where the divis ion l ine between the lands and the lands now or formerly of Elizabeth Trew 
R u s s e l l (23.50 feet wide) i n t e r s e c t said eas te r ly line' of Front Street and running thence 

by and with said Russell lands perpendicular t o the l ine of Front S t , a distance of 108 feet 
more or l e s s , t o the waters of the Chester River;j thence by and with the waters of said river 
in a southwesterly d i rec t ion a distance of 33.30 feet to a point marked by a cross cut in the 
top of a concrete retaining wall thence by and with a dividing l ine to the lands and paral le l 

to the said Russell lands and also perpendicular to the l i n e of Front S t . a distance of 107 
LIST ALL STATES AND COUNTIES FOR PROPERTIES OVERLAPPING STATE OR COUNTY BOUNDARIES 

feet, more or l e s s , t o t h e corner o f a 6-inch by 6-inch monument set in the easterly s i d e 
of Front Street; thence by and with the easterly side of Front St., a distance of 38. 

feet to the point of beginning 

STATE COUNTY 
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ORGANIZATION DATE 

Maryland Historical Trust and Town o f Chestertown April, 1976 
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RETURN TO: Maryland Historical Trust 
The Shaw House, 21 State Circle 
Annapolis, Maryland 21401 
(301) 267-1438 
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• 

Summary of Title Search: 109 Water Street 

William Rin-gold to Sarah Ringgold Watkins Liter 5 200 (1739) 
(Water Lot 11) 

Ssau Watkins to John Galder Liber 5 ̂ 18 (l7l;2) 
John Galder to Ssau Watkins Liber 5 ̂ 21 (17U2) 

(Water Lot 11...tenement or messuage) Watkins buys so-ithŵ stern half of Town Lot II4. 
across the street in llSh. from Dowdall Thompson of Q,A. Gounty for t31. 

Esau Watkins to John Watkins Wills Liber h 2$ (1757) 
(Water Lot 11 and 109 Water ^treet. 'Talf lot lU goes to daughter, Sarah.) 

John Watkins to Thomas Kenp DD 5 37U (1779) i>2500 
(Vfatkins had bought half lot ih from Snrah and presumably tkEKECXSKZ defeelapped 

it because deed refers to other tenements ir addition to 109 and the price 
suggests fairly substantial) 

Thomas Kemp to Benjamin R, Morgan and William Slubey, in an adt of ejettment. 

William Slubey to Ben.ja-iin ••Torgan (1798) 

Benjamin- Morgan to Robert Anderson TI»J 1 378 ^(1800) 6300 
(All of water lot 11, including 109 Water Street, and the so ithwest^rnkx half of 

Town Lot lU. Price drop suggests something happened on Lot llj...,) 

James Houston, Trustee for Robert Anderson, to John Quiraby. 
(Water Lot 11 and 109 Water Street) 

John Quimby leaves property to his daughter, Sophia Quiraby Prirrose. 

James L. Primrose and Sophia to Ann Page Tl-7 U 11 7 (l822) $650. 

Ann Page to Samuel Merritt TIf U 261; (l820) $800 

Samuel Merritt leaves it to his daughter, Frances Olivia Merritt Watkins (18U2) "worth $800) 

Frances died in 1877, her husband, Golonel Edward Wilkens, in I878. 

James A, Pearce, Trustee for Wilkens, to Ben F. Fleming SB 1 308 (I88O) 

Mary J. Fleming to Mary Elizabeth ^eming, her daughter, RPJl 6 ̂ 6? (1926) 

Herbert E, Perkins, for "'ary J. and Ben F. Fleming, to Frances B. Denton RAS 33 lil8 (l9UIi) 
$5700 

Frances B, Denton to ]Louis B, Skinner and Ellen RAS 39 U9 (19^6) 

Ellen P. Skinner, widow, to louis Skinner T-WG U3- 3U3 (1955) 

Loiis Skinner and Elizabeth to Mary M. Connor EHP 25 182 (196?) 

James P. Connor to Rob'-rt Bryan EHP y \62 (1970) $U8,000. 
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